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ABSTRACT 

The discussion presented here seeks to defend Lado's 
principle of "speech before writing" and focuses attention on the 
comparative effectiveness of audio versus visual presentation of 
language material. Reports on several experiments dealing with this 
problem lead the author to conclude that* as long as we have the 
tendency of verbalization or presumable auditory storage of inner 
speech* auditory image plays a vital role in verbal behavior and that 
establishing a solid auditory image of the target language is the 
very basis of acquisition of the language. This can be achieved by 
aural exposure to the language and by imitative verbalization of the 
auditory stimuli. (Author/VM) 
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On the Principle of “Speech before Writing” 



Michikazu Kaneda 



Department of English 
School of Education 
Ehime University 



I. 



The audio'lingual approach has the principle of speech before writing as one of its most 
basic principles. Those who advocate the audio-lingual approach put a heavy emphasis on oral 
n'^^stery of a language. According to their discussion of the process of learning a foreign lan- 
guage, mastery of the sound system of a foreign language and that of structure through oral 
practice are the most important aspect of learning, anl reading and writing should come fairly 
easily as the result of such oral mastery. Lado postulated several principles for foreign lan- 
guage learning. Among his principles, ^'speech before writing** is certainly given the utmost 
primacy.* If we take this principle as literally as possible, teaching of writing will never take 
place before speech is completed, which is not, fortunately, what Lado recommends. His point 
is that the oral mastery of a foreign language will eventually facilitate the learning of the 
written forms of the language. In other words, if a foreign language is not learned aurally 
or orally first, it is highly doubtful whether the learner can develop the skills in reading and 
writing in that language. Lado employs a few facts and empirical reports to defend this prin- 
ciple. He says that the speech is the language and written forms are imperfect representation 
of the speech. This is an obvious truth from the point of what the present-day linguistics has 
discovered. He furthers his corollary upon this sheer linguistic fact and says that even if the 
aim of learning a foreign language is only to read or write, the attainment of the goals is im- 
perfect, or highly improbable without a solid basis acquired through oral mastery of the lan- 
guage. Further, Lado tries to support this principle by citing a psychological experin^ent 
which concluded that greater transfer in verbal learning took place from auditory to visual 
learning than the reverse.^ This psychological experiment quoted by Lado however, now 
needs corr( ction, since the same authors conducted a new series of experiments on the same 
topic and came out with a different conclusion which did not agree with Lado*s reasoning.^ 

‘ R. Lado. Language Teaching: A Scientific Approach, (New York, McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1964), 
p. 50. 

2 Lado. 

2 P. Pimsleur, D. M. Sundland, R. J. Bonkowski, and L. Mosberg, ‘‘Further study on the transfer 
of verbal materials across sense modalities,” /. Educ. PsychoL 55 (1964), 96-102. 
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However the shortcomings are rather on the interpretation and designing of the exper- 
iment, and not on Lado’s insight. Lado’s attitude is not to be degenerated by their findings. 
On the contrary, Lado has started a new line of approach to make the teaching and learning 
of a foreign language more scientific. Although the linguistic truth, the primacy of speech, is 
very much true, many advocates of the audio-lingual approach have so far sought for the sup- 
port of the principle only in this linguistic fact. Indeed this linguistic fact explains a great 
deal on why we should focus our attention and effort more on speech than on reading and 
writing. It is well justified that learning of a foreign language should Le headed toward ac- 
quisition of speech forms since they are the complete representation of a language. This argu- 
ment has more to do with the aims of learning a foreign language, or what to learn and teach. 
However, we should be careful enough to notice that the totality of speech does not necessarily 
make necessary and sufficient conditions related to all the aspects of language learning. I 
assume that the point Lado wants to push forward by referring to a psychological finding seem 
to lie here. If we take “speech before writing*’ as the general, basic principle, we need several 
sub-principles to account for the very complex of the acquisition of a foreign language. 

From the view point of learning, “speech before writing** implies, as Lado noted, that 
aural and oral learning precedes visual learning. Both speech and writing are productive 
aspects of language use. On the other hand, listening and reading are receptive aspects of 
language use. When we look into the acquisition of a foreign language, the initial learning 
takes place in reception of verbal cues, and their understanding. It would safely be said that 
the principle, “speech before writing,** has ‘auditory stimulation before visual stimulation* as 
one of its sub-principles. In actual practice of teaching a foreign language under the audio- 
lingual approach the learner is supposed to be exposed to the language material first aurally 
and then he is required to practice it orally. The visual, or graphic learning comes later. It 
does not precede the aural presentation. In this short paper I will try to defend Lado’s prin- 
ciple of language learning with attention focused on the comparative effectiveness of audio 
versus visual presentation of language material. 



II. 



It is well justified that learning of a foreign language should be looked at in the light of 
“learning” in terms of psychology. In ^act, it is one of the most sophisticated and complicated 
processes of all human behaviors. 

In the field of psychology and that of audio-visual education the comparative study of 
effectiveness of learning and retention in terms of sense modalities has been pursued for a 
long time. They provide a substantial ^nount of literature on the present issue. The results 
and discussions are, however, varied from research to research. One is in favor of auditory 
presentation, and the other is in favor of visual presentation. As far as I have examined the 
literature on this problem, there are two good and succinct syniueses of ejcperimental research 
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